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BEERSHEBA REVISITED 



PROFESSOR GEORGE L. ROBINSON, D.D. 
McCormick Theological Seminary, Chicago, 111. 



In an article entitled "The Wells of Beersheba" in the Biblical 
World of April, 1901, the present writer described the conditions as 
they existed at Beersheba in May, 1900. At that time there were 
five wells actually containing water, and an "unopened well" beside 
a "new garden well" which was declared to be covered beneath the 
carefully sifted soil of a certain Gaza merchant's garden. Today 
the number of wells at Beersheba has increased from seven to eleven, 
eight of which are open and furnish a copious supply of good sweet 
water. 1 

In 1900 Beersheba was a mere name, a watering-place in the desert, 
so to speak, with but one stone building, an Arab khan, and three 
merchants' tents; today it is become a large village with several hun- 
dred inhabitants, in fact a military post, and the residence of a lieuten- 
ant-governor or Turkish Kaimakam, and the center of government 
authority for the Negeb or South Country. The new government 
administration building and barracks stand conspicuously on the 
most elevated ground in the vicinity at the head of the main street or 
avenue. Just opposite to these there is a large handsome new mosque ; 
while close by the mosque is the residence of the lieutenant-governor 
or Kaimakam. Many shops and flour mills have been built, but of 
these several seem to be unoccupied. Trade with the Arab is, of 
course, very limited. 

Seven years ago, we had approached Beersheba from Hebron; 
returning as we came after a brief visit of three and one-fourth hours. 
This time (May, 1907), we approached from Lachish or Tell el-Hesy, 
passing on our way south eastwardly via Mount Hor, Jebel Maderah, 
to Petra. 2 

1 In the accompanying plan (see frontispiece) the "new garden well" does not 
appear, because the garden has been confiscated; but there is no reason to doubt 
the existence of the well in it which has long since been filled up. 

2 On both trips, Rev. Archibald Forder was our interpreter; Mrs. Robinson 
accompanying on the second. 
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Later in the same month, we again revisited this most interesting 
haunt of the patriarchs as we returned from Kadesh and Ziklag, 
continuing our journey to Juttah, Hebron, and Jerusalem. It was a 
hot Saturday afternoon when we first revisited Beersheba. We had 
faced a burning sirocco wind for eight and one-half hours while 
crossing the Philistine plain, and were almost overcome by the heat, 
when a black thunder cloud covered the southwestern horizon and 
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without showering upon us cooled the atmosphere perceptibly. But 
our thirst was not relieved until arriving at Beersheba we mounted 
the sakiyeh of the east well and drank of its refreshing waters. 

Aside from the wells there are few objects of archaeological interest 
at Beersheba. The ruins of the ancient town are not extensive, and 
even those which were observed by travelers a few years ago are rapidly 
being used in the construction of the new city. The most conspicuous 
monument now upon the surface is a large Christian baptismal font, 
standing at present near the broad thoroughfare leading up to the 
Ser&yeh, just on the edge of the military parade ground, and almost 
opposite the governor's house. It was discovered originally in the 
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baptistery of an ancient Christian church. It is 5 ft., 2 in. in diameter; 
2 ft., 8 in. thick; 2 ft. deep to the lowest bottom on the inside, and 
1 ft. to the seats or steps which are opposite to each other on the inner 
sides of the bowl. The font is large enough for total immersion. 
A square hole, or tenon, or dowel, in its base, was doubtless intended 
to hold it in position. 

Several ornamented fragments of stone with Greek inscriptions 
have been found on the 
property of Mohammed 
Amin Halabi, and else- 
where. These were care- 
fully photographed and 
transcribed about six 
years ago by Drs. Jaus- 
sen and Savignac of the 
Dominican monastery of 
St. Etienne in Jerusalem. 
Professor Clermont- Gan- 
neau also describes an 
inscription from Beer- 
sheba which he considers 
"an official document/' 
possibly "an imperial 
edict" of early Christian 
times. 3 A marble slab 
bearing a Greek cross 
(the right arm being 
slightly broken) with a 

brief inscription of five letters, was lying in May, 1900, quite exposed 
near the east well. 

Is Bir es-Seba c the true site of the Beersheba of the patriarchs ? 
According to Mr. R. A. Stewart Macalister of the Palestine Explora- 
tion Fund, "the remains (at Bir es-Seba c ) show that the biblical 
Beersheba cannot have been on this site — they are not old enough. 
Possibly the ancient town was at Tell es-Seba c , about 2\ miles to the 

3 See the Palestine Exploration Fund Quarterly Statement, July, 1902, pp. 
268-82. 
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East." 4 But, there is no proof 
that the ruins at Tell es-Seba c 
are older than these at Bir 
es-Seba c . They lie a little 
southeast of the Tell proper 
and consist of foundations and 
cisterns, columns and tombs; 
they bear no evidence of a 
remote or patriarchal date. 
The site itself is indeed strik- 
ing, being at the confluence 
of Wadies el-Khalil and Milh. 
In these valleys, east and west 
of the city, there are several 
large wells, from 20 to 60 feet 
in depth, provided in some 
cases with a sakiyeh, but they 
are not to be compared, as 
wells, in importance with those 
at Bir es-Seba c , which yield a 
far more copious water supply. 5 
There is little doubt therefore 
as to which is the true site 
of Beersheba if the water sup- 
ply is to be taken into account. 
In reviewing the wells at 
Bir es-Seba c , we found their 
surroundings so changed, that 
at first we were at a loss to 
identify them. 6 Beginning, 

4 Palestine Exploration Fund 
Quarterly Statement, July, 1902, p. 
232, note. 

5 Bir es-Seba c is visible from Tell 
es-Seba c ; their altitude is approxi- 
mately 1,000 ft. above sea level. 

6 The reader should compare the 
accompanying plan with that pub- 
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however, as in 1900, with the 
" northwest' ' well, we re-ex- 
amined those already known, 
carefully pacing the distances 
between them, observing their 
relative positions according to 
the compass, and measuring 
with some care their depth to 
the surface of the water. Here 
follow the results of our inves- 
tigations, which required the 
greater portion of a full day, 
and were for the most part 
verified upon our return four 
weeks later. 

1. The northwest well is 
now surrounded by a garden. 
It is 150 ft. west of the original 
khan, and almost due north 
of the central well (see plan). 
It is 50 ft. deep down to the 
surface of the water, and meas- 
ures 10 ft. 7 in. in diameter. 
Since 1900 a sakiyeh has been 
constructed over it which ap- 
pears to be in almost constant 
use. 7 

2. The west well is now sur- 
rounded by modern shops. It 

lished in the Biblical World, April, 
1901, p. 242. The names of the 
various wells remain the same. 

7 A sakiyeh is an Egyptian device 
consisting of buckets or earthern jars 
attached to ropes and made to revolve 
over a wheel; the entire machinery 
being usually worked at Beersheba by 
a blinded camel (see photograph on p. 
332). 
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is situated 630 ft. from the central well, and 480 ft. from the southwest 
well. It is 53 ft. 4 in. in depth, and 7 ft. 10 in. in diameter. Its 
waters which we were told are both deep and cool are raised by means 
of a sakiyeh, as was the case in 1900. 

3. The southwest well is the most changed of all. Formerly the 
stones which bounded this well were so deeply grooved by the ropes 
used in drawing the water that it has been described as "the most 
striking of all the wells of Beersheba." Now a power-house has been 
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erected over its mouth (1906), covering these ancient stones which 
were objects of so much interest formerly, and inclosing within it 
an English nine horsepower gasoline engine, built by R. Hornby & 
Sons, Grantham, England, and managed by a German engineer. 
By means of this engine power is furnished not only to run a flour mill 
in the near vicinity but water is forced up through a network of pipes 
to all parts of the town. Consequently the old "watering-troughs" 
which were once so constantly in use are now deserted, and the new 
ones distributed at different points through the village are rilled by 
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simply turning a faucet; for the western spirit of progress is manifest 
in Turkey, even at Beersheba. 

4. The central well, which is commonly known as Abraham's 
Well, is located 384 ft. south by southeast of the first well. It is 41 ft. 
deep and 12 \ ft. in diameter. In lieu of the pulley and immense 
skin bucket attached to a long rope drawn by a camel, by which its 
waters were raised in former years, a large new sakiyeh has been 
built over it, which is kept in almost constant use. This is one of 
the two wells which Dr. Edward Robinson saw in his journeys; and 
this is the well on whose stone wall, 15 courses down, Major Conder 
discovered an inscription dated 505 a. h. or from the twelfth century 
of our era. 

5. The east well is a little north of east from the central well, 
774 ft. distant. It is 46 ft. 5 in. in depth and 9 ft. 2 in. in diameter. 
Near by is an immense cistern, while over it there is a sakiyeh, as in 
1900. Its appearance has changed but little, being quite outside of 
the modern town. 

6. The unopened well, which is 900 ft. southeast by east from the 
east well, still remains choked with stones and earth ; yet the cavity 
in its top is excavated more deeply than formerly. The depression 
about it is approximately 25 by 40 ft. in size, in the center of which 
there is a hole 5 ft. deep and 9 ft. in diameter. The stones of the 
old wall are visible. 

7. The garden well, which is about 150 ft. due west of the east well, 
has been lost trace of through the removal of the garden wall. The 
Gaza merchant who seven years ago lived in terror lest the Sheikh 
of Beersheba should discover what was hidden beneath his garden 
has evidently realized his fears. 

To these seven wells four others have been added which require 
a brief description. 

8. An unused well, 405 ft. from the northwest well, and 702 ft. 
northwest of the central well. It is 75 ft. 3 in. in depth and 7 ft. 8 in. 
in diameter, being covered over by a platform of planks as seen in 
the accompanying picture. This is evidently an old well which has 
been cleared out. Indeed in 1905, workmen were removing the walls 
of the well to use the stone in building purposes, when the govern- 
ment learning what was being done, ordered that the well should be 
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dug out and the walls repaired. Twelve courses of new stone were 
required to repair the walls. One year later when the town was 
supplied with water by the engine at the southwest well, this well 
was closed. It is 1,272 ft. from the mosque. 

9. An unfinished well. — This well is situated across the valley of 
Wady Seba c , 1,110 ft. directly south of the southwest well. By May 
1907 it had been sunk through gravel and rock to a depth of 43 ft., 
but it was not yet walled up. The diameter of the cutting was 13 \ ft. 
When walled it will probably not exceed nine or ten. Three planks 
lay across its mouth. While we were present the Arabs drew from 
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it a few buckets of water to give their camels drink. Ere this, the 
well is doubtless in active operation. 

10. The new south well is also situated across Wady Seba c , 2,715 
ft. from the southwest well, and 2,106 ft. southwest by west of the 
unfinished well. It is 38 ft. 4 in. in depth, and has a diameter of 
6 ft. 9 in. It is arched over, a hole being left in the roof indicating 
that probably the water will be raised by means of a sakiyeh yet to be 
installed. A new tank of masonry stands close by to receive the water. 
The well is not yet in active use. 

11. The mosque well is the deepest of all the wells at Beersheba. 
This is due to its high elevation above the Wady bed. It measures 
126 ft. 8 in. to the surface of the water, and is to be sunken 30 ft. 
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deeper. The water in it is very shallow. Four months were spent 
in sinking it. For one-half of its depth it was cut through solid 
rock. It is 7 \ ft. in diameter; and is located 159 ft. northwest of 
the new mosque. It is still unused. A similar well, sunk near the 
barracks, has proven a failure. 

Thus more and more Beersheba is becoming the chief watering- 
station of the Negeb. Like c Ain Kadees (Kadesh-Barnea) it is the 
central rendezvous of the Arabs for miles around. The valley of 
Seba c is one of alluvial deposit and limestone rock. During the rainy 
season from December to April the country all about is carpeted with 
herbage and flowers. From May till November it has the appearance 
of a desert. There are no trees in the region. When still more wells 
have been sunken, however, and modern modes of irrigation have 
been introduced, there is reason to believe that Beersheba will become 
a populous and important center. 
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